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The CO2 section will discuss the history, mechanisms, and research dealing with the 
impact of CO2 on astronauts exposed to long duration spaceflight 
 
 

 CO2 – Acute: Given the history of uneven removal of CO2 from spacecraft areas, 
there is a history of acute illness that impacts short-term health and performance. 

  Acute CO2 symptoms occur in space flight due to a combination of CO2 
scrubbing limitations, microgravity-related lack of convection, and 
possibly interaction with microgravity-related physiological changes. 

 Reported symptoms mainly include headaches, malaise, and lethargy. 
Symptoms are treatable with analgesics, rest, temporarily increasing 
scrubbing capability, and breathing oxygen. This does not treat the 
underlying pathology. 

 Recommended disposition: Conduct research to determine the optimal 
CO2 levels that would prevent occurrence of symptoms. 

 
 CO2 – Chronic: Given prolonged exposure to elevated CO2 levels, there is a 

history that the long-term health of the crew is impacted.  
 Chronic CO2 exposures occur in space flight due to a combination of CO2 

scrubbing limitations and microgravity-related lack of convection, with 
possible contribution from microgravity-related physiological changes. 

 Since acute symptoms are experienced at levels significantly lower than 
expected, there are unidentified long-term effects from prolonged 
exposure to elevated CO2 levels on orbit. There have been long term 
effects seen terrestrially and research needed to further elucidate long term 
effects on orbit. 

 Recommended disposition: Research required to further elucidate long 
term effects. In particular, elucidation of the role of elevated CO2 on 
various levels of CO2 vasodilatation of intracranial blood vessels and its 
potential contribution to elevation of intracranial pressure. 
 

 
 
 



 



 
 


